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In Ladakh, north India, the Snow Leopard Conservancy India 
Trust is delivering an environmental education programme to 
children and adults in the area to revive a sense of harmony 
between communities and the local wildlife. With new-found 
appreciation for the plants and animals of the region, the 
villagers are being more rigorous in protecting the mountains 
and reserved pastures.
system. This culture of co-existence was seen cutting 
across Muslim and Buddhist communities across 
Ladakh. However, whilst livestock rearing was the 
fulcrum for the livelihood options of these mountain 
communities, agriculture was only viable in the short 
summer season. Historically, Ladakh was one of the 
main trade posts along the silk route, however the 
society only adopted changes that were reverential to  
its landscape. 
 Significant changes to the region during the mid-20th 
century included the accession of Ladakh into the 
Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir; the invasion of 
Pakistan and China of parts of the state and the war 
with these two countries; an increased presence of 
defence forces in the region; unplanned development 
processes and a large influx of tourists. All of these 
events have helped break the harmonious living systems 
of the communities. Most school children and monastics 
in Ladakh are ignorant to the conservation status of the 
region, and to the activities that hamper the behaviour 
and wellbeing of the local wildlife. Today, Ladakh, like 
many parts of India, faces severe ecological threats due 
to a lack of awareness and a lost respect for the traditional 
ecological knowledge needed when living within a 
fragile landscape.
 
L adakh, located between the Himalayas, the Karakoram range and the western edge of the 
Tibetan plateau, has an average altitude of 3,000m 
above sea level. Its continuous rugged mountain terrain 
and extended eastern plains harbour a variety of 
species, which create a unique high altitude ecosystem. 
Whilst elusive species such as the snow leopard, Tibetan 
wolf and Himalayan brown bear make up the top of the 
food chain, the region is also home to smaller mammals 
such as the Himalayan long-tail marmot, the Ladakhi 
pika and Pallas cat, and herbivores such as the 
endangered Ladakhi urial, Tibetan argali and Tibetan 
gazelle. The designated Ramsar site Tso Moriri, and 
high altitude lakes such as Pangong Tso and Tsokar, 
also attract diverse birdlife, including the endangered 
black-necked cranes and migratory species such as the 
brown-headed gull and the bar-headed goose. 
Completing this mosaic of unique high altitude systems 
are the local communities of Ladakh. Largely 
undisturbed by outside influences for centuries, the 
people of Ladakh have lived in harmony with its harsh 
climatic conditions and exotic wildlife. The frugality of 
resources has often led to the creation of innovative 
agro-pastoralist systems that are both environmentally 
friendly and self-sustaining. With a deep-rooted respect 
for nature and a comprehension of human needs, the 
society was largely self-sufficient and waste free, with 
every available resource being processed back into the 
Cover Villagers keep a 
detailed record of the wildlife 
in their region
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around their village. During the field trips, SLC-IT 
taught the local communities to identify the animals, 
birds and medicinal plant species through a structured 
environmental awareness programme, and explained 
their importance for the overall ecological balance of 
Ladakh. The community was given equipment such as 
binoculars, spotting scopes and field books to record 
their sightings. 
Results
The programme, along with other mitigation and 
alternative livelihood initiatives, has resulted in the 
community having a deeper sense of appreciation  
for the biodiversity of the area. Where before they 
were ‘ just things’ living on the mountain, community 
members are now able to identify the bird and animal 
species spotted around the village or in the high 
pastures, and this ability has changed the attitude  
of the community towards the local species and the 
ecosystem they are part of. With a growing interest  
in wildlife, people have now started recording their 
sightings and are keeping an inventory that is  
shared locally among the villages. This practice  
of maintaining inventories is also, importantly, 
reviving local and common names for the species,  
Our intervention
While working on addressing the issue of loss of 
livestock due to snow leopard attacks and other 
predators, and to avoid retaliatory killings of the 
enigmatic cats, the Snow Leopard Conservancy India 
Trust (SLC-IT) stumbled upon the chance to revive the 
deep-rooted respect for nature and harmonious living 
among the local communities. To change the negative 
attitude towards wildlife and nature in general, SLC-IT 
began an environmental education programme in 2014. 
This started in the villages in which it was already 
working to resolve human-wildlife conflicts, and to 
promote the importance of protecting all species to 
maintain an ecological balance.
The primary objective of the project was to create 
awareness among local farmers and villagers about the 
conservation issues besetting the snow leopard and 
other wildlife in Ladakh, and instill in them knowledge 
and appreciation of the local biodiversity. The ultimate 
aim was to change peoples’ negative opinions of the 
snow leopard and other wild predators.
From 2014, and over a period of 3 years, a series of 
environmental and conservation awareness workshops 
were conducted to engage villagers in the Sham Valley 
region of western Ladakh. 
Various information dissemination methods, such as 
nature-based games, activities, talks, videos and posters, 
were used to instill a sense of appreciation for the 
biodiversity of the region. After the workshop, 
participants were taken on a field trip to one of the 
many biodiversity ‘hotspots’, such as the high mountain 
pastures and valleys of Ladakh, where they were 
familiarised with the birds, mammals and plants they 
had learned about during the workshop. The villagers 
were also trained in how to keep a record of the wildlife 








The programme, along with other 
mitigation and alternative livelihood 
initiatives, has resulted in the community 
having a deeper sense of appreciation 
for the biodiversity of the area.
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and is forming a baseline for monitoring, which had 
not been possible before. The villagers are also able to 
share this knowledge with tourists and local stakeholders 
to promote the cause of conservation in the area.
With a growing sense of conscious living, the local 
community council is also making efforts to keep a 
check on the over-harvesting of burtse (mugwort) and 
Acantholimon (prickly thrift), which are used as fuel or 
food. Villagers have been made aware that the 
unsustainable removal and use of the plants drives 
wild ungulates (hoofed mammals) away, increasing the 
chances of a snow leopard attacking their livestock 
instead of these mammals. The harvesting of the 
burtse shrub has thus been restricted to the autumn 
months of late September to October by the council, 
leaving ungulates like the Asiatic ibex and the Ladakhi 
urial to feed on it before the onset of winter. Similarly, 
where ungulates straying into the village were 
previously shunned away, the locals now generally do 
not bother them. 
With a new interest in local wildlife, Mrs Rigzin Chorol 
from Saspotshey points out that the white tit birds she 
used to see every winter are now not seen, and were 
absent for the entirety of the last winter. Whilst 
anecdotal, such observations are important as there is 
no baseline data on birds in Ladakh, and this indicates a 
change in the bird visitation patterns. 
Villagers are also recording snow leopard occurrences 
near to the periphery of the village, and are informing 
SLC-IT of the same, thereby supporting monitoring 
programmes on the elusive species. Communities have 
also started becoming more vigilant about ensuring that 
no poaching or bio-piracy is taking place in the 
mountains and reserved pastures by questioning and 
recording the visits of independent trekkers or strangers 
to the area. 
The adults receiving the SLC-IT environmental 
education programme are able to reinforce the 
message of nature conservation to their children, who 
have also been receiving environmental education by 
SLC-IT for the last 6 years. The generations who 
witnessed a shift in the local economy and traditional 
practices during their lifetime are now trying to go 
back to the traditional ecological practices of the past, 
along with the village elders. There has been a revival 
of interest among the community to study medicinal 
plants due to the onslaught of unknown diseases to the 
area. A new-found respect can also be seen for 
traditional agro-practices as more people are 
acknowledging the harmful effects of pesticides. 
Conclusions
After undergoing drastic changes in a short period  
of time during the 20th century, the new generations  
and communities of Ladakhi have become devoid  
of traditional knowledge and practices. However, the 
SLC-IT intervention has generated a revived sense  
of appreciation among the villagers for the traditional 
culture and way of living. As Tundup Tsewang, from  
the village of Hemis Shukpachan, mentioned, ‘Such 
programmes are very helpful and beneficial for people 
like us who haven’t studied in school. They provide us 
will opportunities to empower the women in our village.’ 
While the environmental education efforts are 
complemented with other conservation and mitigation 
efforts, the SLC-IT programme has inspired the 
community to revive its relationship with wildlife.  
The concepts and values of Buddhism – practised by the 
local communities for centuries – are at the heart of this 
message of revival. The local people are acknowledging 
the past practices and religious traditions that supported 
their ancestors, and are bringing back these techniques 
in order to live harmoniously with their environment 
and thrive and in the harsh terrain. 
Right Participants prepare 
themselves before a field trip 
to one of the many biodiversity 
‘hotspots’
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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